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AFTER 50 YEARS 


Sometime in 1965, when I met Mihai 
Vişoiu in the town ој Călăraşi on the 
Danube, he was anarchical and noncon- 
formist, speaking randomly and raggedly 
about many no-no topics. He used to write 
very short stories, an epic species more or 
less validated by the theory of literature, yet 
exacting, because it involves the ability and 
talent of compressing an event into a few 
lines, as well as the refinement to confer it 
profound meanings. The recent quest of 
some literary ground squirrels for the novel 
of the future should have started with the 
study of Mihai Visoiu’s short, natural yet 
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fascinating, stories, as he is the undeniable 
master of that type of writing. 


Theodor Parapiru 
November 2013 
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WE 


On all Earths, people count the stars. 

We, Romanians... as sons and grandsons 
of shepherds, whose sheep have been eaten 
by wolves... we guard them to prevent them 
from falling. 
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BRÂNCUŞI WAS 
A PLOWMAN 


“The Endless Column” tells everyone that 
Brâncuşi came from among furrows, that he 
was a plowman, the plowman who had so 
much strength in his arms that he raised the 
millenary furrow vertically, to be seen by the 
world forever. The furrow plowed by Brân- 
cuşi on the plain of the sky has the endless 
succession of the days and the season, taken 
from the ear of the wheat that tells everyone 
that a world without plowmen cannot exist. 
“The Endless Column” is a statue and a 
monument to honor all peasants. 
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GRAMMAR LESSON 


It was on a Thursday, the last Thursday 
in January, when wolves mate and she- 
wolves fill up the paths like young widows. 
The frost, a deep-winter frost, burned like 
fire. 

When 1 came face to face with them, they 
were so close I could no longer run away. The 
sparks in their eyes like flaming coals. I stood 
frozen as the cold waters gathered into a 
brook running down my spine. The wolves 
stopped too. We were separated by only five 
or six steps. The ones in front of the pack 
started opening their mouths. Through the 
sharp teeth of the pack, a thin vapour line was 
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rising, vapour as thin as filter-tipped cigarette 
smoke. 

The belt of my leather jacket, the one I 
had bought in autumn expecting to last for 
life, loosened up, making me shudder. I 
envisaged the wolves tearing to pieces the 
jacket I had been wishing for for many long 
years. How could they know that the jacket 
had cost me five monthly salaries. 

The wolves, however, kept standing in the 
same place, perhaps waiting for me to take 
the first step. I remembered God. He could 
still save me. Let me pray, let me tell them 
Our Father. Well then, what if they already 
know that prayer from other people, from the 
ones they had already devoured? 

And suddenly, like an alarm clock set to 
ring at a certain time, I started my grammar 
lesson, the one I had to teach my pupils in the 
fourth grade. My teeth were clattering with 
terror, my words were echoing my fright. 
They were ever more rushed, as if had been a 
checkmate player running out of time. I was 
watching the wolves feeling how confused 
they were. So I placed myself in front ot the 
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HE ONLY KNEW WHAT 
HAD COME HIS WAY 


Hordes of thugs, homeless bums, scroun- 
gers, or the kind of slick tramps who often 
manage to get free food and safe shelter— 
you'll see them swarm into the harbor, yelling 
and wailing like sirens and the bells on top of 
the cranes. Age is the last thing you want to 
tell them by, and they run their initiation at 
their own cost and their hearts' desire. The 
harbor—a vast trash can where you could 
pick a diamond once in a while. 

Mihu was a chance acquaintance. A lone 
figure in his late teens, sitting at a table in the 
Bicaz Restaurant. I asked permission to share 
his table, with a feeling that his slender age 
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might as well have spared me the effort of the 
courtesy. Grey shoes and a grey suit, with a 
blue shirt to match. Hard to tell his walk of 
life at first sight. With his short-trimmed hair 
and ample shoulders, he looked rather spor- 
ty. When the waiter showed up to take my 
order, he asked for one more juice. He ate 
with brisk gestures, tearing his steak rather 
than slicing it. “You are from Galati?” I asked 
when he had munched and swallowed the 
final morsel of meat with the last three 
French fries. “What do you think?”—he put 
the stress on “you”, just to warn me of how I 
was supposed to address him. “No, I’m not.” 
“Well then, what’s your intent?” “To become 
a teacher. And what do you do?” “I am a pro- 
fessor.” “So what do you teach?” “Romanian.” 
“Yeah, I like reading too.” Our chat was sus- 
pended by the waiter who brought my 
minced sausages and his juice. 

At a nearby table, a blond dude, eye- 
glassed and all, was spellbound by the sight of 
his partner, a creole with a flashy mane of 
hair. They were drinking Casino beer. My 
companion, his back turned on them, could 
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see nothing of it. From another table, three 
fellows started shooting, dirty words at the 
young couple. They even made a bet on how 
one of them was going to beat the skinny guy 
away from his damzel. Just as I meant to ask 
his opinion about the hoodlums, my compa- 
nion said: “Enough is enough.” I had no idea 
what was on his mind when he stood up, took 
off his coat, his tie and his wrist watch, a 
black-dial Atlantic. He was quite tall. It’s hard 
to tell what happened in the next few se- 
conds. The three thugs were sent across the 
tables. Everybody in the room was agape. 
When one of the beaten fellows tried to grab 
a bottle, he got an uppercut to the chin which 
sent him straight into dreamland. My compa- 
nion returned to our table, put his coat, tie 
and watch back on and sat down. At that 
moment, an outburst of applause filled the 
room. When the officer came in, the cheers 
were in full swing. The officer collected the 
three “clients” and asked nothing of my 
companion, who was sipping on at his juice. 
Bottles of vermouth and wine were suddenly 
perching on our table. Some of the guests 
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knew me, and they were curious: “Hey, sir, 
please introduce us to Mr. Mannix here?” 
Before they left, the spectacled blond and his 
girlfriend came over and said: “Thank you, 
good night!” 

That evening we sat and talked—or ra- 
ther, I sat and listened. He had made it into 
college. “I simply chanced on the right subject 
in the written test, you know. Graduated high 
school two years ago—evening classes. In 
fact, it was the condition for my transfer to 
the club in Galati. They were short of a light- 
middleweight, anyway.” “A boxer and a 
student, eh?” “Didn't have much choice. I'm 
trying to get somewhere. If all else fails, I'll 
go in for some vocational school. I’m an 
electrician, you know.” “Did you have no 
fear?” “Fear of what?” “Well, there were three 
of them, you know.” “Their obscenities made 
me see red. Just couldn't stand it any more, 
that’s all.” “Have you been boxing long?” 
“Five years.” “Well, that'll take some guts.” 
“No, nothing like that.” “Who’s ever seen a 
fearful boxer?” “You have. You're looking at 
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one.” “Now, you stood up as if you were 
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simply going to wash your hands...” “I'm sort 
of chicken-hearted, though. Back in elemen- 
tary, I used to stick up for mates who scuffled 
against older guys. It’s fear that pushed me 
into boxing. I've had it coming so many times 
that, if I were to count all the blows I got, 
three diners as big as this wouldn't hold 
them.” “You're so terribly candid...” 

Either as a student or in the ring, he did 
make a difference. Even now, I don't know if 
he really liked to study. During the exam 
sessions, he went with the crowd. All he was 
after was to qualify in some vocational skill. 
His conduct outside college, though, was 
mind-blowing, as he mingled with the most 
of ill-reputed companies. His bearing was the 
only detail that told him apart from the 
underworld that had absorbed him. He was 
always smartly dressed in shapely tailored 
suits to go with poplin or silk shirts, making 
a right match of his shoes, tie and hand- 
kerchief. His first official encounter really 
gave me the shivers. An international contest, 
it was—with the Poles, as far as I remember. 
The Poles had won in flyweight, bantam- 
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weight and featherweight. There were long 
faces all over the stands. When the speaker 
shouted his name for welterweight, I felt 1 
was itching all over. My friends, to whom 1 
had told how I had met him, were teasing me 
out of my wits: “Come on, Fane boy! Who's 
this guy, the Saint? Look at him, a tall stake 
with sticks for arms and a coat-hanger for 
shoulders!” 

The first round was more about dodging 
than boxing. Shorter and sturdier, the Pole 
was chasing him all around the ring. The 
spectators—just the usual flock of boxing 
fans: from butchers to vendors to stevedores 
to truck drivers to carters to thugs, a blood- 
thirsty mob of some five thousand, the most 
of whom booed and hissed their scornful 
discontent, shouting at the couch to throw 
the towel and get the marathon runner 
offstage. I couldn't help remembering the 
three rascals he'd walloped at the Bicaz only 
a month before. The coach, himself a famed 
figure in the world of boxing, was visibly 
losing patience. He kept shouting at his pupil 
to throw a right straight, to engage in closer 
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combat, try mid-distance jabs... During the 
break before the last round, in the midst ofa 
neverending, savage roar, the speaker an- 
nounced that the Pole had been champion of 
his country for the last five years, also Eu- 
ropean champion, and silver-medal winner 
at the Olympics in Rome. Such credentials 
worked to the intended effect of pouring oil 
on troubled waters. Then, as the clamor 
faded: “Seconds out—last round, please!” The 
European champ resumed the chase he had 
by now got used to, tried a couple of jabs and 
a right hook, when a sudden left hook from 
his opponent shook his head. That was 
enough to switch the mood of the mob from 
boos and hisses to chanting Mihu’s name in a 
frenzy. Mihu’s face was dead pale, the same I 
had seen when he had taken off his coat, tie 
and watch in the restaurant. 

As the Pole tried to close in, he was wel- 
comed with an uppercut to the stomach 
which bent his body. The blow was quickly 
followed by a right hook which raised the 
whole arena to their feet. A final straight from 
the shoulder sent the Pole to the floor in the 
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middle of the ring. Mihu was now the idol of 
all those who had crushed him under their 
loud derision. While the referee was doing his 
count over the motionless body on the floor, 
he paced the ring to his corner, his arms 
stretched out. Against the frenzied outcry of 
the crowd, the speaker announced Mihu’s 
victory by K.O., and the referee rose his arm. 
He gave a curt nod, as if to the accacias 
behind the stands. He stepped down from the 
ring, his eyes half-closed. I didn't know what 
he was thinking about the cheering crowd at 
that moment. Some of them made to lift him 
up, but he shoved them back in disgust. I 
waited for him at the end of the gala, and he 
only said to me, in bitter sadness: “Well, how 
was that for you, professor?...” 

I went to see him fight many times since 
then. For him, the match really began at 
“Seconds out, final round!” He had a host of 
fans, and he was more popular than the city 
mayor. I went with him to market once and 
got everything I wanted, to my heart’s desire, 
because the butchers wouldn't take his 
money. The students were no longer knocked 
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about in the park near the hostel, and they 
were safe to attend the evening parties at 
“Fusu” or “Şantier”. As a sophomore he failed 
an exam, which is no longer taken today, and 
the professor wouldn't pass him over three 
consecutive re-examinations. She was my 
colleague, and I saw that she received a 
bunch of carnations, all white with a red one 
in the middle, every single day for a whole 
month. I learned later it was he who sent 
them to her. Then he lost his father. Then he 
missed the first place in the seniors' cham- 
pionship—the story goes it was a foul decision 
of the referees. 

I saw him one evening in the bar room at 
Dunărea, in the company of a few colleagues, 
which was a rare thing. I don't know what he 
was telling them, but they were exhilarated. 
He wasn't drinking juice anymore. One of the 
girls, the easygoing, independent sort, had 
entered our college after experiencing a year 
or two with universities in Iasi and Bucharest. 
She had that ominous, femme-fatale air 
about her. She was smoking and blowing 
whiffles toward the ceiling, in a deliberately 
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absent-minded pose. Her name was Rodica. 
She is living in Constanţa now. She had been 
married to a ships captain for a while. The 
kind of woman that could raise the dead for a 
last glance before the long sleep. Teasingly 
elegant, not as much for her colleagues as for 
the faculty. Other than that, a commendable 
student—not only did she pass her exams 
with ease, but she was informed well beyond 
the “survival kit”. Her voice was like the clink 
of crystal glasses. They used to call her 
“Foxy”, a sobriquet alluding to more than her 
hot-red hair flowing loose on her shoulders. 
I sat down at a far-off table, watching him. 
He would call the waiters, order songs to the 
band, offer wine bottles to other tables. At 
long last, he came to me. His face spelt 
discomfort, as if being haunted by dark 
thoughts, which scared me out of my wits. 

“T like Rodica, professor!” He spit the 
words out in a rush, as if afraid he might 
swallow them back. “So, what’s wrong with 
that?” “I mean, I like her badly!” We both 
remained silent for a while. “Why don't you 
join us?” He wanted to leave and felt 
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embarrassed. “As a matter of fact, I'm expec- 
ting someone.” He knew it was a lie and 
avoided me for quite some time. But that 
night he was tremendously lucky. A nearby 
table was occupied by a group of Greek 
sailors who were eager to dance with his 
female companions. He said no. A quick 
brawl followed, which he handled in his usual 
fashion, scattering them all around, till one 
of the assailants threw a knife at him, a 
sailor’s blade. I don’t know how he dodged it, 
but he ran amok and beat the hell out of the 
ruffian. The other Greeks were shaking with 
fear. If any of them made to stand up, he 
would kick him in the face or the chest. 
Nobody dared interfere. His face was livid, 
ashen, like a paper bag. I felt apprehension 
for him that night. Later on I saw him in 
Rodica’s company. Soon, however, they were 
no longer together and behaved like stran- 
gers. It was then that his heart burst in a 
thousand agonizing splinters. He even gave 
up training, and his erratic behavior fed the 
local press with blunt critical remarks—that 
his way of life had nothing in common with 
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that of a true sportsman, that he was bound 
to reach the end of the rope soon. Toward the 
end of the article, he was reminded that there 
were not many boxers among the college 
students. 

The reporter who wrote the article was a 
friend of mine, and he told me one evening 
how Mihu had called on him at the office 
shortly afterwards. A colleague heard him 
enquiring after editor Stroe's office and came 
to warn him to hide because Mihu Domnişan, 
the boxer, was there for him. Ştefan, who 
hadn't even handled a slingshot in his life, did 
the exact opposite: he came out to meet Mihu 
and they conversed at length. The colleagues 
crowded behind the door, eavesdropping for 
an expected cry for help. But no such thing. 
Mihu went straight to the point, and Stefan 
gave me a full account of what the boxer had 
told him: 

“You were absolutely right, in every res- 
pect. I'm not mad at you. You could have 
written even more, painted me in much 
darker colors. I'm not here to account for the 
kind of life I’m living, or to make shakey 
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promises. The press and the gallery will only 
look at us sportsmen from the outside, like 
camera lenses. All they see is our muscles and 
how we play them around. No one ever cares 
to look deeper, into our soul. You say I'm 
wallowing in troubled waters, hanging 
around with all sorts of villains, jail birds and 
the like. True. But has it ever occurred to you 
that this boxer might have tried to make a 
difference, get in touch with the right people 
who could change my life completely? Well, 1 
did try. But never did they look at me asa 
decent person, or a regular student. They 
don't care what I think, what I feel in my 
heart. All they care is to watch me fighting 
and how I feel when I smack the other guy, 
watch him crumble to the floor and struggle 
to get up. I've met artists and architects, 
engineers and professors. To them, I wasn't 
much more than a heap of muscles, a boxing 
machine that delivers blows and gets his 
share without complaint. At some point I 
used to go to the theater, but nobody ever 
asked me, during the intermission or at the 
end of the show, what I thought and how I 
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felt about the play. Everybody wanted to 
know just who was my next opponent. I saw 
this play once, a tragedy it was, and I wept. 
Some of them in the audience were squinting 
at me, just to see my reaction. And what do 
you think they did? They grinned in derision, 
scoffing at my soul. I just left the hall. Now 
what’s so funny about a boxer having a heart, 
like everyone else? Can't we feel free to laugh 
or cry, be happy or sad, like everyone else? If 
I hang around with what you call a disho- 
norable girl, I get every scowl in town, every 
filthy thought they can think of. But I tell you, 
I had no dirty relationship with any of these 
poor nestless birds, nothing of the kind their 
sick minds will imagine. There was a time 
when their heart was pure. They come to me 
to tell me their life story, their memories. 
When they are short of food or money, I help 
them out. When they are all right, I find 
flowers in my vase at home. Sometimes on 
those freezing winter nights, when the 
Danube is solid ice, I go to sleep in an 
armchair and let them share my bed, four or 
five of them huddled together. They do my 
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laundry and clean the house in exchange. 
They often promise to look out for a job and 
do away with the wretched life they're living. 
Some of them did just that, and now they 
have their own families. Others are still 
considering. They get back on track with the 
spring thaw, when the boats start coming in 
again. Old habits die hard. These girls, like 
the jail bird type who’s just served his time, 
they're like brothers and sisters to me. I do 
what I can for them. Whatever they've done 
or may be doing again, I've never messed 
with their racket. Take this guy, Tinel, he 
came to me one night. You sure do know him, 
he was good, an excellent middleweight. Even 
boxed with the pros, in France and America. 
He’s fifty now, but looks eighty. He did time 
six years, left all his teeth behind. I never 
asked him why or what. He started telling me 
about his life once, but you couldn't make 
much of his erratic blabber: now he was 
boxing in Paris, the next minute he was 
dancing in a joint in Chicago, his story was a 
mess of loose ends. He'd grown up in an 
orphanage, later qualified in carpentry. As an 
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apprentice, he used to sleep in the coffins 
spread around the workshop. He'd often 
wake up in a panic in the dead of night, said 
he'd dreamt they were shoveling earth onto 
him. About 1937, I think it was, he went into 
boxing with only one wish on his mind: to get 
to sleep in a decent bed someday. He was 
incredibly strong and hardy. He cried like a 
baby that night and told me he'd slept in a 
vault in the graveyard the night before. When 
he woke up his neck was all wet, he thought 
they'd cut his head off and was groping 
around for it, scared like hell to open his eyes. 
Fact was, it was raining outside and there was 
water trickling down the ventilation pipe and 
onto his neck. Came straight to my place from 
the graveyard, sobbing like a baby, like I said. 
The next morning, the doorbell woke me up: 
it was him, holding this bundle. He said, “You 
were sleeping like a rock, I grabbed all your 
things. I’m sorry.” He left the bundle and 
walked away. Never saw him again. Since 
then, whenever I meet another wretch, an 
outcast of life, I feel like trading places with 
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him. Who knows, I might be in his shoes one 
day...” 
With that, he stood up and said to the 
reporter: “No, I'm not mad at you. Keep 
writing about me as a failed boxer, but make 
sure you stay away from my human side.” 
After he quit boxing, the club drove him 
out of his apartment and he had to move to 
the hostel. His roommates were two students 
who tried their hand at fiction. They made up 
stories about the collectivization and about 
vicious kulaks. One evening, during a meet- 
ing of our literary circle, he came to me and 
said, in a nearly imperative tone: “I want to 
read a story tonight.” I tried to explain to him 
that we already had a schedule, that it was 
best for me to have a preview of what he 
meant to present, so he wouldn't run the risk 
of making a fool of himself. I told him about 
those wicked wits who would be only too 
happy to crush him. That the field of litera- 
ture is not very far from a boxing ring, but 
boxing is one thing, while creation is another. 
He gave me a cold glance and stood up, his 
face that ashen quality I already knew. “So 
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what do you want to read?” “A story about a 
goddamn farmer.” “How many pages have 
you got?” He showed me a pile of sheets. 
“Wait a minute, there's a whole novel here!” 
“No, it's just a short story. My handwriting is 
large. It won't take more than ten minutes.” 
At that moment, a writer came into the room, 
an emerging talent who only knew Mihu as а 
boxer. I told him what the matter was about 
and he said: “Well, man, if he writes the way 
he fights, I think we should hear him.” When 
I announced that the scheduled review was 
to be replaced by a short story authored by 
Mihu Domisan, there was rumour and 
chuckles in the hall. Mihu gave them his last- 
round glum glare in return. Before he started 
reading, he said: “If it’s worthless, I'll let you 
all beat me. I ain't gonna dodge or defend 
myself.” 

The story was something quite special. 
When he finished reading, the audience were 
muted as in a death vigil. It was the story of a 
peasant who had to join the “collective 
farming association” in order to give a chance 
to his son, who was a brilliant schoolboy. The 
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headmaster of the village school visited him 
one day and said: “Gheorghe, you must 
understand it's no use trading Ionel's brains 
for a couple of extra sacks of maize you may 
get on your private lot. If you think you can 
resist the system to the end of time—well, go 
ahead then. But there aren't many left in the 
village who are holding back. But the system 
will keep your son away from school forever.” 
So Gheorghe applied. He had his wife sign up 
too. However, the local political activist 
refused to accept his application at first. He 
knew Gheorghe as a stubborn mule, and was 
suspicious as to his intentions. The story 
ended abruptly: “What do you want me to do, 
bury my son under the furrow? Do I belong in 
another country?” The dialog was curt and 
blunt, as if painfully torn from the peasant’s 
agonizing heart, and there was little des- 
cription. It was like watching a movie. A 
rough style, remindful of the way he used to 
fight in the last round. They all had to 
acknowledge his worth. Three days later, the 
story came outin the local paper, with certain 
editorial amends. Some asked if he really was 
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the author. Others inquired where he had 
heard the story. Still others were trying to 
guess who had written it for him. 

At the end of college, before the gradu- 
ation exam, Mihu left the town. Before that, 
however, he came to see me once more. 
“Professor,” he said, “that night when I left 
the bar with Rodica, I was determined to 
change my life, become a different person. I 
wanted to close the case, put an end to the 
whole thing. When I got home, I asked her to 
tell me her story—all of it, with nothing left 
for me to hear from elsewhere. And so she 
did, hiding nothing. And she was crying like 
that ex-jail bird, Tinel, who came to give me 
back the things he'd stolen from me. And I 
lay there in bed beside her, just the two of us, 
but it was like I was squeezed among a throng 
of sailors and engineers, actors and archi- 
tects, footballers and managers... She left at 
dawn. For a whole week I couldn't get out of 
the house. I wrung my heart of all its pain and 
dirt.” 

I have never seen Mihu since then. I often 
wonder: “Was it he in the ring, the night the 
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Pole was flattened to the floor? And was it he 
that night, at the Bicaz Restaurant?” And 
then I remember him saying he only remem- 
bered the blows life had dealt him, and that 
he would readily trade places with an 
outcast... 

Most of us are far from ready to share in 
this way. He did not forget, not for a minute, 
that a full share of blows was all he had got 
from life. Punches and punches and punches... 
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Dear Reader, 


What you are reading right now is just a sample of the book 
Life with Wolves, Money, and Death by Mihai Vişoiu. In 
order to benefit from the whole content, please order the 
book now in print or digital format. 


For the printed edition of the book, you can contact 
CreateSpace.com (click here) or eLiteratura: email 
info@epublishers.info, telefon/fax 021 312 8212. 

Alternatively, you can order the book from Elefant.ro (click 
aici) sau Libraria Eminescu din Bucuresti (click aici). You 
can also look for the book in various bookshop or order it 
via the nearest bookshop. 

For the digital editions, check the web page presenting the 
book to discover how you cand get your copy; click here. 
You can obtain and open up the book on your computer by 
following this link and using your PayPal account: click 

here. 


Have a pleasant reading! 


Yours faithfully, 


eLiteratura Team 
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FORGIVE US, JOHN! 


The rain, carried by the gale, woke him 
up. The raindrops rattled like a drum at the 
window of the apartment on the third floor. 
Before getting out of bed, Ion C. looked at the 
clock on the bedside table and saw it was only 
a quarter past two p.m. His shift began at 
eight o'clock in the evening so he still had 
enough time. While shaving himself, he was 
thinking, of what had been before and what 
was then. 

Having poured enough spirits in his 
palm, he started massaging his face. The 
burning, a pleasant kind of pain, removed for 
a second the sadness that had caught him in 
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a dense net. He leveled his eyebrows so that 
they might cover the stitches in several 
places. He distanced himself from the mirror, 
took an en-guard position and started dealing 
blows to an imaginary opponent. A left jab, a 
right cross... He had warmed up when, in an 
uppercut, his fist hit the wash-basin and he 
felt the pain up to the underarm of his other 
arm. He saw that the skin on two fingers had 
cracked up. 

He went into the kitchen and broke three 
eggs, which he placed in a small frying pan, 
laying several slices of cheese over them. 
Having had his breakfast, he went into the 
sitting-room. The rain outside had turned 
into sleet. It was snowing with big watery 
snowflakes. It's time I put on my boots”, he 
said aloud. While climbing down the stairs he 
was wondering which way to go. He called on 
the Inspectorate, where he spoke to a few 
colleagues about what had happened the 
night before. He was present when several 
black marketers gave their statements after 
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having, been caught with a bag of smuggled 
watches and a sack of Kent cigarette boxes. 
He watched them and could not believe that 
those good-for-nothings made deals of tens 
of thousands of lei. One of them was from 
the district of his childhood. He got sick of 
the way the villain had started to rat on 
people and situations he knew little about. He 
would give out tears as if wringing a whole 
laundry establishment. 

He left for “Progresul”. By then the sleet 
had become sheer snow. He looked at the 
apartment buildings in the Galaţi Street and 
he tried to remember what used to be in that 
street. On a corner, “The White Horse”, “The 
Ideal Meatball”. Toward Dorobanţi, “The 
Black Shawl” and “We Flummox You”. Only 
pubs, where sailors and carters, porters and 
horse dealers, butchers and flower girls, 
hospital nurses and cleaning servants, 
widows and homeless girls used to come. A 
whole world which had rushed to the Danu- 
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be-harbor city, thinking they would find gold 
there. 

“Don't you know how to salute?” 

His thoughts were interrupted by a young 
fireman-lieutenant, who was standing with a 
threatening attitude in front of him, like a 
pole. 

“Yes... Please forgive me...” 

“Superiors must be respected!” 

“Yes, sir!” 

The lieutenant looked at him like at a bug 
and walked away. John remained confused 
in front of the pavement. “I should have 
sworn at him, the bighead. Well, he was right, 
John! You are a sergeant, only soldiers salute 
you...” 

The short conversation had hit him as a 
jab onto his chin. He felt a kind of bitterness 
in his mouth. Memories flooded him as if in 
an attempt to drown him. He had been a 
champion for thirteen years, a kind of a 
boxing-ring king. He had been a junior cham- 
pion for three years and a senior champion 
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for ten. He had boxed for the most powerful 
club in the country. He had taken part in 
three European championships and had 
come back with as many medals. He had won 
international tours and he had been reward- 
ed with cups and plates in a multitude of 
countries. A whole trunk full of Romanian 
and foreign newspapers and magazines had 
earned journalists a great deal of their daily 
bread. Stacks of photos, of all sizes... In the 
boxing, ring, and during training sessions, at 
prize-awarding ceremonies and on airplane 
stairs... He—the child who had left the district 
that had become a memory, but who many 
years before had been a nightmare for many 
people—had traveled all around the world, 
many times winning and sometimes losing. 
The national anthem had been sung and the 
tricolor had been hoisted up in his honor. He 
had tears of joy. And now a lieutenant who 
was a mere twenty years old stopped him in 
the street and scolded him for not having 
saluted him. The boy was right. The lieute- 
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nant had studied while he had been receiving 
punches. Cartloads of them. With every 
punch received, his opponents had expressed 
their desire to fell him down. He never fell 
down. He was famous in the boxing world for 
his tenacity and resistance. When he was 
transferred to the club in Bucharest, he had 
graduated from the professional school of 
metallurgy. He had learned to be a turner by 
profession. Most of his colleagues had gone 
to high schools, then to universities. And time 
passed. Now they had diplomas, degrees— 
captains, mayors, even colonels. Few would 
recognize him in his sergeant uniform. 

He remembered how he used to be 
carried in the arms of people who he did not 
know; how during fights immense crowds 
stood up to their feet with enthusiasm. 
During his leaves, when he came home, the 
pavement was blocked by those who sur- 
rounded him, asked him questions or simply 
wanted to greet him... Where had he been to, 
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how was the boxing match with this one and 
that one? 

His first trainer, uncle Bobi, when they 
remained alone, would ask him, “John, have 
you applied for a high school?” He would 
answer that he would do it next autumn, 
because he was the only one in his boxing 
class, both at the club and in the national 
team. Uncle Bobi used to gently reprove him; 
he told him that boxing clubs did not build 
monasteries where one could retreat; he gave 
him examples of great sportsmen who had 
become nobody and who no one recalled 
anymore. He never asked his superiors to 
allow him time for school and autumns 
passed one after the other. He used to think 
that other people would take care of his 
future. However, the autumn of his sports life 
finally came and the boxing gloves found 
their peg which he had never wanted to 
visualize. Now he was a sergeant. He had no 
family. He had had many girl friends, young 
ladies who wanted to go out for walks, to be 


310 Link to Contents 


MIHAI VIŞOIU LIFE WITH WOLVES, MONEY AND DEATH 


taken to movies and theatre plays. But he had 
to be on his boot camps, galas, tours; or there 
was days when he could not go out of the 
house with black eyes and fractured eyebrow 
bones, covered in Band-Aid. 

An engine whistle went off and John 
realized he had passed the club and had 
arrived at the railway crossing barrier. He 
had to turn back. When he entered the hall, 
the tennis tables were taken. He went to the 
chess-playing room. A few greeted him. Just 
in passing, without taking any time for him. 
In the past, John C. was unique. Now the city 
had tens of sergeants, and he was just one of 
them. “That lieutenant was right. I should 
have paid attention in the street, I should 
have greeted him.” 

At one of the chess tables, the one playing 
the white pieces had caught his adversary in 
a clever trap in a corner of the chessboard 
and was “cleaning” him by taking out, in turn, 
a pawn, a knight, and a bishop. The rook’s 
turn was coming... “Chess playing is like 
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boxing. Once you have cornered your 
opponent, you must not let him escape.” He 
enjoyed thinking of that similarity and he 
planned to study that sport. And so he 
remained there a bit. 

Outside it had darkened. It was almost 
seven o'clock. It was time for him to go to the 
Inspectorate. He first went to the buffet. He 
got a sandwich and a coffee. Then he went 
down to the room of the neighborhood 
surveillance officers. He took his Баг off his 
shoulder and put it on one of the desks. Into 
the room came captain Pană, the chief of the 
department “Safety and Order”. They greeted 
each other friendly. 

“John, I have a kind request. In your 
zone, since the roughnecks have learned who 
the surveillance officer is, there is peace and 
quiet. They avoid it. They know who they 
would have to deal with. Tonight Serdaru is 
on a leave. He has gone to his place in the 
countryside. His mother is ill. Will you please 
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cover his zone too? I have no one to replace 
him with.” 

“No problem, chief!” 

Having passed down the Republicii Street 
and checked the entry of several shops, he 
met with two workers of the militarized guard 
and told them that he had been assigned to 
watch the harbor zone that night. Toward 
midnight, when the last rioters had come out 
of “The Cellar”, he saw two fellows getting 
ready for a fight. He reprimanded them. They 
realized who he was and gave up their 
dispute. He left for the Danube. Among the 
apartment buildings, a few streets of small 
houses had survived, looking like decayed 
teeth. The snow had turned to sleet again. He 
pulled his raincoat together over his jacket 
and covered his head with the hood. His 
boots had lost their shine and they were dirty 
up to the top. In the harbor, he entered the 
waiting hall of the captaincy. In a corner 
where the light of the single bulb reached 
much diminished, a group of “dark-faced” 
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men were passing a bottle of brandy among 
one another. He told them to stop drinking 
or else he would take them up to the police 
station. He asked for their ID cards. Their 
papers were in good order. They were leaving 
the next day to Tulcea by ship. They had a 
delegate with them, a bit more spick and 
span, who was carrying a half-liter bottle of 
Cognac in his pocket and was smoking 
Snagov cigarettes. “I could draw up a report 
and fine them for drinking there,” thought 
John while walking back downtown. “Then 
lieutenant Pârvan will once more scold me 
and ask me whether I had forgotten how to 
write while boxing. Well, since they obeyed 
and stopped drinking, the rest doesnt 
matter. Who you used to be, John, and who 
you have come to be now!” 

He remembered that at about half past 
eight, while he was going to the brasserie to 
see if they had closed, an old acquaintance 
greeted him. He was lost in his thoughts and 
he did not answer. He wanted to turn back to 
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face him, when he heard, “That is John C., 
one of the greatest boxers this city has ever 
produced. He boxed all over the world. He 
was as well known in Italy as in Bucharest. 
And look what has become of him!” The 
words full of pity drowned him in sadness. 

He found a fellow in the street carrying a 
big bag on his back. The guy, having seen 
him, stood motionless for a moment. John 
understood that something was not right. 

“Sonny, what have you got in that bag?” 

He was short and puny, but his weasel 
eyes were running in all directions. 

“My landlord evicted me because I 
haven't paid the rent!” 

“And where are you going now?” 

“To the waiting hall in the harbor.” 

He was wearing overalls. Underneath you 
could see the fur of a small sheepskin coat. 
He spoke in a hesitant manner and his voice 
was trembling. 

“And where does this landlord live?” 

“Well...” 
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“Now then! Give me the address!” 

And he grabbed him by the chest. 

The thief made himself even smaller. 
John had the feeling he was holding a rag. 
“Shall I handcuff him? That would be a 
shame. This kitty is not trying to escape. It 
would be a pity for him to get acquainted with 
my ‘arguments’”. 

“Take the bag and walk one step in front 
of me.” 

He watched him with compassion as he 
was treading overwhelmed by the weight of 
the bag. 

“What have you got there?” 

“All kinds of things...” 

“Where have you stolen them from?” 

“Let me rest a little.” 

The thief lowered himself. 

“What are you doing?” 

“My shoelace has gotten loose.” 

In anearby courtyard a dog started bark- 
ing, then howling bitterly. For one second, 
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John looked at the courtyard where the dog 
was barking. When he turned back his head, 
he saw the knife blade. He murmured the 
words, “This is how you die, John!” He fell 
down on his back. It seemed to him that the 
sky was full of stars, although it was still 
snowing. 

The dog howled until its master came to 
see what was happening. John was coughing 
a muffled cough. The man called the ambu- 
lance right away. 

In the morning they caught the murderer. 
A nasty man! A few hours before meeting 
John that night he had murdered a retired 
woman and he had stolen her goods. 

On the way to the burial, the hearse went 
empty to the cemetery. John was being 
carried by friends, on their shoulders. Boxers 
from all over the country had come with pain 
in their souls and flower crowns in their 
hands. Many of them had been his oppo- 
nents, but they had remained friends. 
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An old woman was mourning without 
tears. She had lost her tears. “They have 
murdered my John, who no one could put 
down to the ground. A beast is sending him to 
the earth.” 

The fanfare band was pushing a heavy 
painful wail into the souls of thousands of 
people come to accompany him. The tears 
bursting with pain combined with the drops 
of the rain that had not stopped for three 
days. 

At the grave, many people tried to speak 
about John C. No one could actually say what 
he wanted to. They all suffocated from tears. 

A well-built man, also born on the 
bank of the Danube River, a former great 
champion, wanted to read out the words 
on two typed pages. His hands were trem- 
bling. He could only say, “FORGIVE US, 
JOHN!” He folded the two sheets of paper 
and remained there, his head hanging down 
his chest. His tears dropped without touching 
his cheekbones. The next moment all the 
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cortege of people, united in pain, repeated: 
“FORGIVE US, JOHN!” 
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"In Slobozia of those years, Vişoiu 
had rapidly become the main cha- 
| racter in the play in which we all 
acted our part. He possessed verbal 
genius. He used to recite entire 
stories by heart, which amazed the 
members of the literary circles in the 
South of the country, manifesting 
himself especially during our cul- 
tural tours outside the county, 
because in the perimeter of Ialomita 
У he wanted to be—and he was— 
и á known as a serious journalist, and 
or as a „brushed-aside novelist”, to quote the words of our 
great fellow writer and fellow plain-inhabitant Stefan 
Banulescu. 


How many of Mihai Visoiu’s stories have been wasted in the 
publishing house of the air and have vanished forever?! 


To last, the short novels recited by him in those times, as 
well as his spoken short stories ought to be collected in a 
volume—in case he happened to have had the mercy to also 
put them in writing. 


Mihai Visoiu! Will you please recite a novel! And send its 
characters to fetch ink and paper. Who knows, after they 
have gone exhausted by chasing the Nobel Prize on Marin 
Sorescu’s hills in Bulzesti, they will more easily catch it in 
the Baragan Plain. 
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